Neoliberalism and its impact on women labour force in Russia by Ayemi, Zakali
ISSN : 2454-2415 Vol. 6, Issue 5, 2018 May, 2018                 DOI 11.25835/IJIK-40 www.doie.org 
106 







Neoliberalism and its impact on women labour force in Russia 
 
Zakali Ayemi 
Ph.D., Research Scholar, Centre for Russian and Central Asian Studies,  
School of International Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, India 
Email Id: zakali.ayemi@gmail.com 
 
Abstract 
Women in Russia are ascertained equality through its 
constitution and legal guarantees. However, despite 
provisions of equality in the law, there exists wide gender 
disparity in the labour market in practice. The embarking 
to a free market economy brought about tremendous 
transformation in the labour market, it presented an 
opportunity for socio-economic mobility of women. 
However, the supporters of neoliberalism welcomed 
liberalisation of the market ‘in to to’ without considering 
the Soviet’s history. In the process of transition, the place 
of female labour is further relegated. The earlier 
experience of equality and protection is weakened while 
capitalist characteristics have come to the fore. This paper 
explores the situation of women labour force in the event 
of Russia’s transition to neoliberalism by analysing labour 
market reforms as well as using Rosstat data to make the 
argument of gender segregation in the occupation and 
branches of the Russian labour market system.  
Keywords: Neoliberalism, women, labour force, 
gender, market, inequality, market economy, 
glass-ceiling 
Introduction  
Neoliberalism can be simply defined as a 
contemporary ‘politico-economic theory’ which 
favours free trade, privatisation, and minimal state 
interference in the economic functions of the 
market. It also means a reduction in public 
expenditure on social services. Neoliberalism, 
today, is regarded as ‘the new face of globalisation’. 
As Russia transitioned to neoliberal era, it presented 
an opportunity for socio-economic mobility of the 
society. However, transformation in the labour force 
demand created barriers for women. The private 
employers considered age and sex over educational 
qualifications and experience. The withdrawal of 
previous state’s protection and support for women 
gave private employers freer domination over 
women. In the process of transition, women face a 
multitude of discriminatory practices such as low 
payments and wages, inability to attain leadership 
positions, sexual discrimination and stereotyping 
etc.  There is a phenomenon of considering women 
as less preferred labour force as compared to men as 
they are associated to have ‘double burden,’ i.e. to 
work in the domestic sphere as well as economic 
sphere. Women are, therefore, considered to be less 
productive and inefficient. Hence, along with the 
market reforms, the legacy of patriarchy inherited 
from the Soviet’s time has perpetuated to the 
neoliberal era.  
Historical Background of Women Labour Force 
during the Soviet Era 
Legal support and protection. On the onset of the 
October revolution, economic empowerment of 
women became one of the primary goals of the 
Soviet leaders. During the seven decades of the 
Soviet rule, different leaders formulated different 
legislations and policies to encourage women labour 
force participation. As a result, women enjoyed 
numerous protection and support from the state. 
They were entitled to lower retirement age; it was 
illegal to dismiss pregnant women but rather be 
transferred to lighter work; women were entitled to 
obligatory leave during pregnancy and child-
bearing. They were granted “fully paid maternity 
leaves for 56 days before and 56 days after the birth 
of a child” (Pickard, 1988). In addition to the 
ordinary lunch and dinner breaks, nursing mothers 
were given special privileges to attend to their 
children in between their works. Working mothers 
were not to be discriminated by paying lower wages. 
According to, Serebrennikov (1937) “both in 
principle and practice, Soviet Union practised 
“equal pay for equal work” and that “women were 
paid the same rates as men.” Henceforth, during the 
Soviet’s era, women were granted numerous legal 
rights and benefits.  
Women labour force participation. In the seven 
decades of the Soviet’s existence, the state 
underwent numerous socio-economic and political 
turmoil in the form of the civil war of 1917-1922 and 
the two World wars. It resulted in a huge decline of 
male population and dearth of men labour force. 
Consequently, leading to a new wave of women’s 
labour mobilisation.  Especially during the event of 
the Second World War (1941-45), as substantial 
number of men were transferred to the military. It 
caused labour force crisis as well as demographic 
crisis. Henceforth, Soviet planners structured 
policies in such a way to necessitate women to 
participate both at work and at home. Creches, day 
care centre, communal dining halls were established 
to free women from domestic sphere and work for 
the economic development of the state. Therefore, 
due lack of men labour force women replaced men 
at their workplaces. Because of the change in the 
ISSN : 2454-2415 Vol. 6, Issue 5, 2018 May, 2018                 DOI 11.25835/IJIK-40 www.doie.org 
107 







structure of the labour force, many women obtained 
higher administrative status, leadership and 
decision-making position. However, on the return of 
men from wars, women had to give up their 
positions and return to lower positions. 
Nevertheless, women’s labour force participation 
remained very high in the economy. For instance, it 
was cited that “nearly 85% of women were engaged 
in full-time work or study, and women constituted 
51% of all workers and employee” (Lapidus, 1988).  
Gender paradox. Regardless of protective 
regulations and high labour force participation of 
women, there existed gender order in the economy. 
The Soviet central planners, disregarded the 
propositions of the members of ‘KUTB’ 
(Committee to Improve the Labour and Life of 
Working Women) and segregated the economy 
based on gender (Chatterjee, 2003). For example, 
sectors such as education became a women’s 
domain with about 59 percent of workforce as 
women in 1940, it further increased to 73 percent in 
1975, nearly 75 percent of teachers were women and 
librarians constituted 95 percent of women 
workforce. The medical field was also considered as 
a female occupation with 75 percent of women 
doctors and 98 percent of women nurses. In male-
dominated sectors such as agriculture and industrial 
production, women were employed in either heavy 
manual jobs or lower-end positions with low paying 
jobs such as clerks, accountants, secretaries, etc. 
Though the state banned the engagement of women 
in the heavy industry, factory administration kept on 
hiring women for the menial jobs such as hauling, 
repairing, and cleaning. Managers did not support 
the idea of training women to take on skilled work, 
this reduced women’s potential for promotion.  The 
male-coworkers continued to harass female 
workers, both physically and sexually which created 
an intimidating and hostile work environment. The 
policy of creating female specific blocs of work and 
replacing of skilled male workers by female workers 
aggravated prevailing inherent male predispositions 
against women workers.  The issue of low wages 
was further reinforced by the sex segregation of 
employment opportunities (Chatterjee, 2003). 
According to Pickard (1988), women received only 
67-73 percent of men’s wages in 1975. The 
occupational segregation based on gender as well as 
branch segregation resulted in wage gap. Hence, 
despite the legal guarantees and protection, attaining 
equality was a huge milestone as some policies were 
unsuccessful. Firstly, it was difficult to change age-
old patriarchal views of the society. Most of the men 
in a leadership position just paid lip service in 
voicing women's equality and rights only to gain 
women’s support and consent of the leaders who 
truly advocated women's rights. Moreover, due to 
the recent achievements of their rights and against 
the will of some men, women were expected to give 
up their rights when considered necessary. 
Programs and provisions provided to women 
were forfeited during economy turmoil. The gender 
segregation of the economy further aggravated 
women’s mobility to other sectors of the economy 
and attain a leadership position.  
The transition of Russia to the neoliberal era and 
its impact on women labour force  
Russia adopted market economy in 1991 as the 
Soviet Union disintegrated. The transition to the 
market economy led to a tremendous transformation 
in the Russian labour market system. Firstly, the 
centralised system of the economy gave way to the 
market system. Secondly, Russia shifted from 
industrialisation and production to knowledge and 
service industry. Thirdly, shift in demand of the 
skills and knowledge of the labour force. Fourthly, 
state’s withdrawal of protective labour laws and 
legislations.   
At many periods of the Russian history, women 
population outnumbered men. For instance, as per 
the census 2016, the total population is 146.5 million 
of which 67.9 million is male which constitutes 46 
percent while female stands at 78.6 million 
constituting 54 percent of the population. The sex 
ratio of Russia is 1158 female per thousand males. 
Hence, due to lack of male population and labour 
force. Women’s representation in the economy 
increased, however, despite their high representation 
in the economy women are mainly concentrated in 
traditional female occupation and in the lower 
positions of the industry. The neoliberal market 
forces have instead created barriers for women to 
enter male occupations or break the glass ceilings. 
Some of the phenomena that is taking place as 
Russia transitioned to the market economy system 
can be explained under following categories.  
Privatisation and Stereotyping of women labour 
force. As Russia transitioned to neoliberal era, 
private enterprises and employers took hold of the 
economy which led to change in the labour market 
structure. The market started moving away from 
occupations involved in the industrial production to 
occupations related to knowledge and information. 
As Russia’s modern industries shifted more towards 
the high-tech sector, technical and science education 
became a pre-requisite to get quality employment 
opportunities. The neoliberal market demands of 
technical and science studies have resulted in 
women’s labour market disadvantages during the 
market transition as women are perceived to be less 
conversant with technical knowledge and skills. 
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Russian women being disadvantaged in their 
professional life also lies in the fact that they are 
regarded as the ‘second-grade’ labour force by the 
rulers of the market.  The ‘double burden’ of work 
and family makes women less attractive source of 
labour which results in considering women as 
‘second sort of labour force.’ The protective 
measures and legal guarantees granted to women 
also affects their employment opportunities as 
employers’ associates ‘maternity leaves and 
benefits’ with costs. The previous phenomenon of 
providing creche and day care centres also reduced 
significantly. Hence, women are faced with 
challenges of balancing work and family. Women of 
25-35 years of age suffer the most both socially and 
economically as these are the most productive years 
for them to get married and have children as well as 
make a foothold in a career. Hence, discriminatory 
policy of hiring young females affects their career 
growth.  
Segregation of labour force.  Erstwhile gender 
differences in human capital and structural location, 
including 
political and cultural factors like prevalence of 
patriarchal attitudes and the strength of feminist 
movements shape how markets affect gender 
inequality (Gerber & Mayorova, 2006). During the 
Soviet times, despite the huge involvement of 
women labour force in the economy. The practice of 
gender segregation of occupation and branches 
prevailed. As Russia transitioned to the market 
system, this practice of gender segregation of labour 
market is further exploited by the private employers. 
At the event of the transition, men became 
predominantly owners of enterprises and the key 
employers as they were the previous heads of the 
state enterprises. According to Rimashevskaja 
(2013), with bigger power and resources in their 
hands, men are primarily becoming ‘the rulers of 
privatisation’. They often display tyranny and 
practice discriminatory policies while hiring. For 
example, they ‘reed off women’ by ignoring 
concrete indicators of education and qualification 
but consider worker’s skills based on gender and 
age.  Hence, it leads to passive position of women at 
the workplace.  
Neoliberal market reforms were considered as an 
opportunity to bring about gender parity in the 
labour market which means equal opportunity for 
both the genders. However, as per Gerber & Hout 
(1998), even after transition women are hired mostly 
for tedious non-manual, substandard technical and 
poorly paying professional jobs in which wages are 
stagnated. Additionally, women are mostly 
concentrated in service industries such as catering, 
trade personal services, healthcare and education. 
Though these sectors expanded dramatically as 
Russia transitioned to the market system, however, 
these are the sectors in which wages were 
traditionally low since the Soviet times. Gender 
segregation of occupation and branches are clearly 
depicted in the Rosstat data from 2008-2015.   
It is clearly indicated in the data that gender disparity 
exists in various sectors and branches. Despite 
neoliberal transformation and women’s attainment 
of high educational qualifications. Women are still 
not adequately represented in the top hierarchy of 
both governmental organization and private 
enterprises. The percentage of women as heads in 
both governmental organization and private 
enterprises from 2008-2015 fluctuates between 37-
39 percent of the total employed. However, there is 
high women representation in a traditional feminine 
occupation such as specialists of the highest level of 
qualification in the field of education wherein 
women constitute 80 percent in 2015, an increase of 
2 percent from 2008. Women are also hugely 
employed as mid-level professionals and support 
staff in the natural sciences and health; specialists of 
the intermediate level of qualification in the field of 
education; employees engaged in the preparation of 
information, documentation and accounting; service 
personnel; Sellers, demonstrators of goods, models 
and demonstrators of clothes. In all these sectors and 
branches, women constitute more than 80 percent of 
the employed in the economy. However, in the 
traditional male occupation such as specialists of the 
highest level of qualification in the field of natural 
and technical sciences and specialists of 
intermediate level qualification of physical and 
engineering activities, women representation is 
below 30 percent of the total employed in the 
economy. In fact, women representation in the 
highest level of natural and technical sciences has 
decreased from 32 percent in 2008 to 29 percent in 
2015.  
Hence, women’s representation in the traditional 
male occupation is gradually declining. It indicates 
that neoliberal market reforms have not benefited 
women in achieving gender equality in the labour 




ISSN : 2454-2415 Vol. 6, Issue 5, 2018 May, 2018                 DOI 11.25835/IJIK-40 www.doie.org 
109 








Table. Percentage of women in different sectors of the economy from 2008-2015,  
Year 2008 2010 2012 2014 2015 
Employed in the economy (in %) 49 49 49 49 49 
Leaders (representatives) of government and 
management at all levels, including heads of 
organizations 
37 39 39 38 37 
Specialists of the highest level of qualification in the 
field of natural and technical sciences 
32 32 31 29 29 
Specialists of the highest level of qualification in the 
field of biological, agricultural sciences and health 
64 64 64 63 63 
Specialists of the highest level of qualification in the 
field of education 
78 79 79 80 80 
Specialists of intermediate level qualification of 
physical and engineering activities 
26 27 26 25 23 
Mid-level professionals and support staff in the natural 
sciences and health 
92 93 92 92 91 
Specialists of the intermediate level of qualification in 
the field of education 
92 93 94 94 94 
Average staff in the field of financial, economic, 
administrative and social activities 
68 67 68 68 67 
Employees engaged in the preparation of information, 
documentation and accounting 
90 89 89 87 87 
Service personnel 90 90 89 89 88 
Sellers, demonstrators of goods, models and 
demonstrators of clothes 
83 85 85 84 84 
Workers engaged in mining, mining and capital 
construction and assembly and repair and construction 
works 
13 11 11 9 9 
Other skilled workers employed in industry, transport, 
communications, geology and mineral exploration 
61 61 61 62 60 
Unskilled workers, common to all sectors of the 
economy 
52 53 52 51 50 
(Data source, ‘Federal State Statistics Service aka Rosstat’, 2017) 
 
It should be noted that gender stereotypes under 
market conditions have far more negative 
consequences on women than men. The creation of 
male and female occupations is causing horizontal 
segregation as well as vertical segregation in the 
labour market and thereby creating a glass ceiling 
for the women. The positions with higher 
responsibility which requires higher qualifications 
and better paid off are taken by men while women 
are left to accept lower positions with lower 
payments and wages. The latent discriminatory 
practices and policies in the professional world 
affect women’s ability to climb up to leadership 
positions. The higher the position in the 
organisation, the lesser is the women’s 
representation.  Hence, in the last two and half 
decades of neoliberal reforms, the position of 
women in the labour market has not improved but 
rather relegated. Women are facing myriad 
challenges and issues in the form of stereotyping and 
discriminations.  
Gender Wage Gap. The earnings and wages of a 
woman is a representation of her economic 
independence, her share in family expenses and in 
turn her position in the family. In the event of 
transition, the centralised system of wage payment 
is being replaced by direct payment by the 
employers. It has given the private employers the 
liberty to pay wages according to what they consider 
is suitable. As a result, women are often paid less 
than men for the same occupation. According to 
Roschin and Zubarevich (2005), the average wage 
of women in the economy was 70 percent of male’s 
average in 1998, it was 63.2 percent in 2000, 63 
percent in 2001, and 64 percent in 2003.  In a study 
conducted by Atencio & Posadas (2015) “on earning 
distribution between men and women for the period 
1996-2011”, they reported that “gender pay gap in 
the Russian Federation is amongst the highest of 
high-income countries”. If both men and women 
were employed in the same occupation “the gap in 
pay would be 37%” (Atencio & Posadas, 2015). In 
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the event of economic crises and increasing problem 
of unemployment and financial pressure on families. 
Women have no choice but to accept positions 
which are turned down by men, hence, they receive 
lower wages. This is resulting in further 
deterioration of women’s position in the family as 
their earnings are considered as supplementary 
income of the family. 
Conclusion 
The transition of Russia to neoliberalism has 
resulted in two phenomena, i.e. surge in women’s 
access to employment but at the same time 
channelling them away from high-quality jobs to 
low-quality jobs. In the neoliberal transition of 
Russia, the increase in private employers has 
resulted in increasing competition in the market. 
Therefore, the private employers are taking benefit 
of women labour force as their wages are lower than 
men. Henceforth, a substantial number of women 
are employed in the labour market. It manifests as 
though women in Russia have accomplished 
economic empowerment and equality. However, it 
should be noted that women’s increasing 
representation in the labour force does not mean that 
they are at better positions because the current 
process in the economic sphere demonstrates 
increasing gender segregation of occupation and 
branches in the Russian economy. Women are 
stereotyped and less preferred for leadership 
positions. The hidden discriminations at workplace 
affect women’s mobility and thereby creating a 
glass-ceiling at the workplace. Women during the 
Soviet times enjoyed centralised wages, protective 
legislation and state-provided maternity benefits 
which limited gender discrimination. However, with 
the withdrawal of state support, the earlier 
experience of equality and protection is weakened 
while capitalist characteristics have come to the 
fore. The past patriarchal attitudes and norms of the 
society which were controlled to some extent have 
become more visible as Russia embarked on 
neoliberalism. Therefore, state’s checks and 
balances are essential to control the indiscernible 
mechanisms of discrimination that exists in the 
labour market system. As it devaluates the high level 
of education obtained by women and renders their 
skills and education futile.  
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